
HOW RETAIL 
WINNERS EXCEL AT 
MERCHANDISING 
EXECUTION
Five key fi ndings from One Door’s 
annual survey of 250 retailers



INTRODUCTION
We are entering an era of new demands on merchandisers. Online retail has 
created endless aisles, accelerated the lifecycle of consumer trends, and 
produced an expectation among buyers that retailers will tailor and curate 
products just for them. Today’s millennial consumers, and the Generation Z 
consumers behind them, are mobile-savvy, always connected, incredibly well 
informed, and ready to tweet how much they love or hate a product and their 
overall retail experience on a moment’s notice.  

In this environment, excelling at merchandising execution—selecting and 
displaying products—has become both more diffi  cult, and more important. 
Merchandisers must off er new products more often, tailor their off ers, and 
work closely with stores to create a consistent and logical experience across
 all channels. 

The good news is that the digital tools retailers have at their disposal to improve 
merchandising execution are signifi cant. Digital process automation, big data, 
analytics, AI/Machine Learning, and mobile and cloud computing are all key 
capabilities that leading retailers are using to drive improvements.

To track how well retailers are doing in this area, One Door surveys over 250 
retailers every year to gain insight into their merchandising practices and 
their business performance. We ask about everything from how retailers create 
assortments to how they measure the compliance of promotional displays.

This eBook distills the results of our 2018 research, and uncovers the new 
merchandising code of conduct emerging for retailers that want to win, 
regardless of their size, segment, or store count, in today’s hyper-competitive 
retail environment.



5 KEY FINDINGSEXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
In our inaugural 2017 survey report, developed 
in conjunction with independent research firm 
ResearchScape, we asked over 250 retailers across 
16 segments a series of questions that enabled us 
to evaluate their merchandising practices, both at 
headquarters and in their stores.  

Using these results, we developed the industry’s 
first-ever benchmark for merchandising execution. 
This Merchandising Execution Maturity Benchmark 
segments retailers into five levels of maturity, and has 
proven to be an invaluable tool for retailers looking to 
evaluate their merchandising practices.

But while our 2017 analysis helped identify 
merchandising execution best practices and enable 
benchmarking, it didn’t answer the key question,  
“What do winners do?” Our analysis of results for the  
2018 report takes this step, looking closely at the 
differences in responses between retail “winners”—  
those that reported year-over-year sales growth of  
greater than five percent—and retail “losers.” 
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Retail Winners are more likely  
to recognize the link between 
merchandising execution and 
sales improvements

Retail Winners recognize the 
value of  big data, not only  
in assortment planning, but  
in space planning, as well 

Retail Winners encourage  
two-way store communication 
as a critical part of the 
merchandising process

Retail Winners think differently 
about how they train and 
encourage store associates  
to merchandise properly

Retail Winners are more likely  
to adopt digital tools in all  
facets of creating superior  
in-store experiences
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THE RESULTS CAN BE ORGANIZED INTO



SURVEY RESULTS
FINDING ONE: Retail Winners are more likely 
to recognize the link between merchandising 
execution and sales improvements
Many of the world’s highest revenue-per-square-foot retailers are known 
for their attention to detail in placement decisions. When products and 
promotions are placed on time and according to plan, customers have an 
easier time fi nding what they came for and, more importantly, what they 
didn’t. This sparks demand and takes advantage of adjacencies to drive 
bigger basket sizes and more impulse purchases. Retail Winners know that 
when you do this, same-store sales rise.

For the second year in a row, the vast majority of retailers (86 percent) 
believe there is a direct correlation between proper execution of 
merchandising directives and an increase in sales conversion rates. For 
Retail Winners, the rate is even higher: 94 percent recognize the link 
between merchandising execution and sales.

If a retailer believes there’s no correlation between proper execution of 
merchandising directives and an increase in sales conversion rates, odds 
are six to one that they are a Retail Loser.

86% of retailers believe there is a direct 
correlation between proper execution of 
merchandising directives and an increase 
in sales conversion rates.
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FINDING TWO: Retail Winners recognize the 
value of big data, not only in assortment 
planning, but in space planning, as well
Simply put, if a retailer does not use data in the process of placing 
products and promotional materials in the store, odds are four to one 
that they are a Retail Loser.

Retail Winners use the vast amount of data that is available to them 
to their advantage when making placement decisions. For instance, 
understanding that they sell more of Product A when it is closer to 
Product B, and not near Product C, can have great signifi cance when 
planning new product launches. What’s more, they also use SKU density 
metrics to determine accurate assortment counts for each store in space 
planning, ensuring that stores are sent exactly what they need.

Retail Winners also use big data when analyzing campaign eff ectiveness. 
They track store conversion rates, and merchandising directive “lift,” 
after new merchandising directives have been executed. Odds are 
three to one that those who don’t track merchandising lift are 
Retail Losers.

ODDS ARE3    1TO
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that those who don’t track 
merchandising lift are Retail Losers.
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FINDING THREE: Retail Winners encourage 
two-way store communication as a critical 
part of the merchandising process
There is no situation more frustrating than when a store receives a 
generic execution plan, usually delivered via email, and must rely 
on outdated, printed directions and SKU lists to execute the plan.  

Managers must resolve any discrepancies between what is on  
the plan and what is possible in the store. If marketing materials 
arrive damaged, or there is not enough of the fastest selling SKUs 
(or entirely too much of a SKU that doesn’t sell well at all), there 
is no direct line from the store to headquarters to resolve these 
situations in a timely, or effective, manner.

Retail Winners collaborate with stores through seamless, two-way 
communication, enabling store associates to provide immediate 
feedback on each campaign and ideas for how to improve
merchandising. In fact, 90 percent of Retail Winners encourage 
direct feedback. Odds are six to one that those who don’t enable 
immediate feedback are Retail Losers.

Because of this relationship, Retail Winners are 
also able to communicate merchandising directives 
to stores more often, averaging more than seven 
directives per quarter.

of Retail 
Winners 

encourage 
direct feedback.

90%



FINDING FOUR: Retail Winners think diff erently 
about how they train and encourage store 
associates to merchandise properly
Imagine a store manager, already short staff ed as it is, and dealing with an 
extremely high volume of foot traffi  c given the store’s proximity to Main 
Street, receives the most recent instructions from headquarters. This time 
it involves four diff erent fi xtures, including an end cap. She does not have 
time to reset all four fi xtures before the store opens for the day, so she picks 
one at random to update before the doors open.

Retail Winners plan for these situations by providing step-by-step guidance 
for executing merchandising directives in store, including prioritizing 
the fi xtures and products to be updated fi rst. Odds are three to one that 
those who do not provide this type of guidance for store managers are 
Retail Losers. To make execution even easier, Retail Winners also assign 
merchandising tasks to specifi c people or pre-defi ned groups within stores.

These same Retail Winners are able to create plans that are tailored for 
each store, because they use accurate digital models of exact store layouts 
and fi xture locations when planning. The digital store model accounts for 
unique store traits such as footprint, layout, and even impediments such as 
structural columns and electrical outlets, enabling retailers to take these 
into account when planning.

What’s more, Retail Winners tend to track and incent merchandising 
completion and compliance as a KPI in stores. Retail Winners are twice 
as likely to require store teams to log merchandising completion and 
compliance, and twice as likely to require photographs of merchandised 
fi xtures. Seventy-nine percent of Retail Winners are also more likely than 
competitors to enable store teams to earn bonuses/sales performance 
incentive funds (SPIFs) for merchandising quality. 
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FINDING FIVE: Retail Winners are more likely to 
adopt digital tools in all facets of creating superior 
in-store experiences
As retailers strive to optimize the in-store retail experience—the most 
impactful and profitable retail touchpoint their customers have—the 
amount of work needed to execute on that drive increases. Today, even 
simple requests can max out what visual merchandising teams are able to 
accomplish in a given day or week. 

In fact, retailers with stores spending 11 or more person hours per week on 
merchandising increased from 43 percent in 2017 to 49 percent in 2018. 

Over average, high-level retailers spend up to 25 hours per week at HQ 
planning and communicating campaigns.

Retail Winners are combatting this reality by using digital tools to help 
streamline many of the cumbersome, manual operations that eat up so  
many person hours.

At headquarters, this can include automating store reset planning; using 
purpose-built apps to communicate updates, promotions, and product 
launches; and using store data to customize these activities to each store. 
At the store level, it can include using tablets to guide the placement 
of products and promotional materials; and big data in the analysis of 
merchandising completion, compliance, and effectiveness. 

In fact, seven of the top ten drivers of merchandising 
maturity identified in One Door’s survey link directly to  
the implementation of digital tools. 

 

•  Merchandising directives are 
delivered using seamless, two-
way digital communication

•  All merchandiseable space        
 for each unique store is            
 maintained using a digital      
 store model

•  Store associates are provided        
 step-by-step guidance for  
 in-store execution

•  Store employees log  
 compliance with  
 merchandising directives

•  Retailers track individual store  
 conversion rates

•  Stores know the weekly sales  
 volume of each fixture 

•  Big data is used to inform and   
 guide merchandising decisions

THE LIST  
INCLUDES:
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CONCLUSION
There are incredible opportunities for retailers to improve both 
bottom and top line retail performance—and Retail Winners are 
setting the path forward.

But as retailers introduce additional complexity into their planning 
processes, it creates an exponential increase in the person hours 
needed to manually execute on that vision, both in planning at HQ and 
executing in the store. Even simple requests can take up the entirety 
of a visual merchandising team’s bandwidth.

With the right digital tools for merchandising planning and execution, 
Retail Winners automate cumbersome, repetitive planning tasks and 
provide a clear, guided playbook for stores. Ultimately, the goal is to 
localize without adding more work for visual merchandisers and 
store associates.

The in-store experience is still the most immersive, infl uential 
experience customers can have. Retail Losers are trying to improve 
their merchandising execution, but market conditions are changing 
faster than they can adapt. These retailers must accelerate their 
investment in merchandising execution to improve basic operations 
and merchandising processes—fast—or fall further behind
Retail Winners. 
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ABOUT THE 
SURVEY
One Door developed the Merchandising 
Execution Maturity Benchmark to 
help retailers determine how well 
their organizations execute in-store 
merchandising best practices. The 
benchmark breaks down performance 
into five levels of maturity based on 
merchandising execution practices,  
with five being the most mature.

According to the 2017 survey,  
11 percent of retailers are at  
Level 1, followed by 24 percent  
at Level 2, 50 percent at Level  
3, 13 percent at Level 4, and  
3 percent at Level 5.

METHODOLOGY
One Door enlisted independent, third-party research firm, ResearchScape, 
to conduct a survey of 250 retailers to better understand the level of 
sophistication in merchandising execution. Respondents came from more 
than 16 retail verticals, including home goods, health and beauty, consumer 
electronics, jewelry, telecommunications, and more. The median number 
of store locations was 100 to 199, and 32 percent worked for organizations 
with 500 or more stores.

Based on a wide variety of merchandising practices, retailers were classified 
into five levels of merchandising execution maturity, with one as the 
lowest level of sophistication and five as the highest. This is the One Door 
Merchandising Execution Maturity Benchmark. 

Of the 250 retailers who completed the survey, one-third reported  
same-store year-over-year sales growth of five percent or more. Just as 
analyst firms identify retail performers based upon comparable store or 
channel sales growth, One Door used sales growth to identify a category  
of “Retail Winners.” 

This survey highlights the differences between Retail Winners and  
their peers —Retail Losers—based on the premise that consistent 
sales performance is an outcome of a differentiating set of thought 
processes, strategies, and tactics. According to the survey, Retail Winners 
scored higher on the One Door Merchandising Maturity Benchmark, 
demonstrating markedly higher proficiency in merchandising execution 
across key merchandising planning and execution activities than  
Retail Losers.
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One Door is the leading provider of cloud-based merchandising 
execution software, optimizing merchandising at each store for the 
world’s leading brands. One Door is privately held, based in Boston, and 
led by an experienced team of retail and technology visionaries. 

Merchandising Cloud is the only application that combines product and 
promotional visual merchandising with store information, providing 
each store with a unique, unifi ed, and interactive merchandising plan.

onedoor.com


